much to the detriment of his own standing amongst the confessors.
2 Tensions around these questions
were not yet as high in North Africa as they would become during the Diocletian persecution (303-5), which would see the rise of Donatism and its denial of the effectiveness of sacraments administered by those who had lapsed: Cyprian's discussion of the validity of baptism by heretics or schismatics laid the foundation for the position that the Donatists would later adopt. Firmilian's concerns, however, were somewhat different. Although his community too knew persecution, the role of the lapsed was not his main focus. Rather, Firmilian was engaged with a different question: how is it possible to be sure that someone's actions are inspired by the Holy Spirit? Unlike Cyprian, whose primary concern was the fallout after a period of persecution, Firmilian was confronted with a number of prophets, all of whom claimed to preach Christ, and was anxious to differentiate between the influence of the true Spirit and that of demons.
This essay explores the ways in which Firmilian sought to discern true from doubtful inspiration, focusing on the example which he himself offered: that of a woman who was discovered to be possessed by a demon. The historiographical discussion of this text is particularly interesting because Firmilian's account was adduced in the twentieth century as patristic evidence against the ordination of women. Written as a contribution to one debate about doubtful ministries, Firmilian's letter has come to be seen as a witness in another. It will be argued here, however, that Firmilian's letter is not articulated in explicitly gendered terms. Nonetheless, it points towards the problems which would later be faced by women who sought to convince the doubtful of the divine nature of their inspiration.
For Firmilian, the authority of the Church was essential to the removal of doubt. At a synod at which 'very many of us' met in Iconium, he reported, 'we' -by which he seems to projected fears with regard to the kinds of teachers and teaching she was used to represent') -then she was 'one of those "who are called Cataphrygians and attempt to employ new prophecies," i.e. a Montanist'.
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In this reading, the doubtful nature of the baptisms she had administered is attributable to the fact that she is associated with a heretical group in which female prophets were known to be active. (without reflecting that she could not have done this without the support, or at least the acceptance, of the people to whom she ministered), but concedes that 'this woman could compose a prayer whose style and content were not discreditable'. 30 The implication is that her gender was not initially a decisive factor.
Looking back in this episode with the benefit of hindsight, and knowing that she had been discredited, Firmilian is concerned to define the status of those who had been baptized 28 Frankfurter is surely right to conclude that 'of most historical significance in this letter is Firmilian's depiction of the real ambiguity of possessing spirits and the imprecision of people's attempts to classify spirits as either "holy" or "demonic / wicked"'. 42 His suggestion that 'even after the exorcist's pronouncement there was probably some conflict over the definition of the spirit, reflected in Firmilian's own ambivalent tone' also seems convincing.
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The ambiguity about the significance of the woman's gender might be a pointer to a further level of complexity. If such an ambiguity existed after the condemnation -and
Frankfurter's reading of Firmilian seems plausible -then it probably existed before, and may 38 Trevett, 'Spiritual Authority', 58. 39 Wright, 'Patristic Testimony', 519. 40 Frankfurter, 'Where the Spirits Dwell', 30. 41 Since no other writings by Firmilian are extant, we do not know whether he discussed these questions elsewhere. 42 Frankfurter, 'Where the Spirits Dwell', 30. 43 Ibid. and that it could be specifically and explicitly related to the ministry of women, can be seen from advice given in the Didascalia Apostolorum:
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that a woman should baptize, or that one should be baptized by a woman, we do not counsel, for it is a transgression of the commandment, and a great peril to her who baptizes and to him who is baptized. For if it were lawful to be baptized by a woman, our Lord and Teacher Himself would have been baptized by Mary His mother, whereas He was baptized by John, like others of the people. Do not therefore imperil yourselves, brothers and sisters, by acting beyond the law of the Gospel.
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When compared with the Didascalia, it is clear that Firmilian does not condemn the actions of the woman qua woman in the same unequivocal terms. This might, however, imply that in the context in which Firmilian is writing, doubts about the sacramental ministry of a woman qua woman seemed more properly expressed in terms of demonic possession rather than (as in the Didascalia) in terms of her gender. In Firmilian's narrative, the accusation of demonic possession placed the woman at odds with the structures of the Church in a way that her being a woman had not, apparently, initially done. This might bring us back to Montanism, for it is clear that women were accepted as leaders within that movement, 45 and Firmilian's letter testifies to the difficulties of distinguishing between it and the catholic Church. He was writing in a context in which the authority of women could be accepted. As noted at the outset, Firmilian's letter was written as a contribution to a debate about doubt and certainty relating to the sacraments, and particularly to baptism. It is clear that Firmilian's reasons for raising doubts about the baptisms administered by this womancertainly demonic possession, perhaps her affiliation to the New Prophecy and possibly her gender -are rather different from those raised by Cyprian in the North African context, which centre on behaviour under persecution. In both contexts, however, such doubts seem to have been a factor in the way in which the third-century Church sought better to define itself and its processes. The Catholic Church has never felt that priestly or episcopal ordination can be validly conferred on women. A few heretical sects in the first centuries, especially Gnostic Firmilian was writing at a time in which Church structures, and with them greater clarity -but also greater concern -about who was within and who 'without the Church',
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were emerging. He appeals to a synod of the Church, but he was puzzled by how to deal with this case of a woman who had appeared to fulfil all the criteria for belonging to, and indeed being authorized by, the Church -the use of the correct words and forms, the respect of some of the clergy -but who seemingly turned out to be possessed. The Christian Church of the third century was witnessing a shift from the New Testament dependence on charismatic or spiritual power to a more institutional understanding of power, and Firmilian's letter offers evidence that this development was in part driven by the challenge of resolving doubts about the authenticity of spirits. Introducing a concept of institutional authority into the Church (at least in theory) made it possible to discern where God's grace was truly at work. Kuhn's thesis is, however, based upon a reading of the history of science which has not gone unchallenged: see, for example, J. V. Field, 'On the Revolutions: Copernicus (1543) and Kuhn (1957 Kuhn ( , 1962 Kuhn ( , 1987 In general, women were excluded by these developments from exercising a recognized ministry within the Church, and ever greater doubts were expressed about their capability of experiencing God in any way other than through direct revelation.
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Consequently, in the medieval Western Church, such spiritual authority as women were able to exercise -with the occasional exception of those who held high office in a convent -was of necessity charismatic authority. Women received visions, the nature of which was always doubtful, so that the visions, together with the women who experienced them, were rigorously tested by the hierarchy of the Church in order to discern whether they were of the Spirit or the result of possession. Firmilian's uncertainty about the status of the spirits was shared by the later hierarchy. His initial acceptance of the authenticity of this woman's ministry was not. It would be more than sixteen hundred years before any Western Christian author could report as matter-of-factly as Firmilian that a woman had celebrated the eucharist, preached and administered baptism; the Church of England's decision to admit women to the episcopate
